M ost people probably think of theatres and libraries as being worlds apart, but Ferrum College's Sale Theatre and Stanley Library are next door to each other. Thanks to recent renovations on campus, only a few steps will take you from the library's back door into the theatre, across an attractive patio that theatre-goers enjoy during summer plays. Many of those plays have been written by R. Rex Ste phenson since he founded the Blue Ridge Dinner Theatre in 1978. Even during years when getting inside the library required more steps, there was plenty of traffic between the two buildings. Drama majors writing and performing their own senior plays over the years had no excuses for shirking on their research or writing skills, with librarians and tutors next door in the library. Among many dramatic requests for library resources, the most unusual one was probably a trash can borrowed once for a prop. Librarian George Loveland had fun putting a bar code on it, checking it out, and later sending an over due notice to get the trash can back from the theatre. Faculty members, librarians, visiting actors, and local children who come together to per form in summer plays pop into the library to read a magazine, use the Internet, or do a little background research during short breaks from arduous labor in the theatre. And
Stephenson's remarkable career as a playwright, director, and actor often takes him to libraries and archives for research and perfor mances.
Soon 
RRS
Because I was a commuter at college, when I had free time, I went to the library; and the more I was there, the more I discov ered things. My biggest discovery during my freshman year was the reference room. I found answers to every question I have ever had in there. As a matter of fact, the refer ence librarian got to know me by my first name. I didn't make very good grades my freshman year, but I learned a lot.
I like a library. I like the smells of a library. I like the feeling of being in a place where they have everything I want. There's some thing about a book -you hold it and you look at the words and you read it out loud. Then you go to the bibliography and you get to find more books. Sometimes when I'm in a library I just pull out a book at random and read a couple of paragraphs to see if the author is an ordinary writer or a wordsmith. I worry that kids today don't appreciate a library. It's gotten to be a generational thing. 
It is amazing the number of people that will come up to me after a show and say, "My third grade teacher read us these stories when I was in elementary school." I remember once we were playing at a festival in Newport News and a lady showed me her copy of The Jack Tales. She had asked for it for Christmas because the copy in the library was always checked out. I'm also astonished at the number of people I've met that had heard Richard Chase tell stories. And all that have talked to me speak of 3 I can say honestly that Chase was the finest storyteller I ever heard.
VL
How important has research been since you began writing your own plays?
RRS
When I first started dramatizing the Jack Tales, our library got me all kinds of books on interlibrary loan on folktales and Appalachian history. Back then, Appalachian Studies wasn't "in." I was over there every other week bugging them. They were good about getting every book or article I was looking for. Luckily for me later, I met Richard Chase, Cratis Williams, and members of the Hicks family of North Carolina storytellers. This combination of hearing the stories and listening to the background of the tales plus the scholarly research included in books by Chase and Williams gave me an appreciation I try to capture when I dramatize a folktale. When I went to the American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress, that's when I discovered the work of earlier Appalachian storytell ers and collectors, such as Jane Gentry and Isobel Gordon Carter. Raymond Sloan was another excel lent collector of folktales and folk songs in Franklin County. He told me stories, explained how the Vir ginia Writers' Project worked when he collected for the WPA, and gave me names of people to interview.
Another fortuitous thing that happened was just pure dumb luck. I was tracing back some of Chase's informants and I went to Wise County in search of Dicey Adams, who had told Chase a number of Jack Tales. She was the widow of James Taylor Adams, who had headed the Virginia Writers' Project in southwestern Virginia. When I talked to Dicey, she told me that everything they had on folklore had been given to a local library. At the library, I found the 
We used to perform at the Rocky Mount Community and Hospitality Center in the old train station, too, or the court house, but since the new library opened a few years ago, we have performed there. The meeting room is not an ideal space for a performance, but to do a show sur rounded by books -it is a great environment. Getting to know and working with a good children's librarian is important. Franklin County has one of the best in Joyce Tuckloff. One of the good things about performing at the library is that children and parents come to the shows together, or children and grandparents, unlike our shows in the schools. 
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There are things on the Internet that would not get wide distribution if it were not for sites like AppLit. The example that comes to mind is the story Ray mond Sloan told me, "Jack and His Lump of Silver." I had published his story in a small journal, and I She was, I think, eighty four when she did her first play for me in 1999.
The youngest member of that cast was seven….
doubt if many people read it there. However, when it went on AppLit, I know a number of people read the story. For example, my sister in-law, Sharon Stephenson, heard a storyteller in Indiana tell "Jack and His Lump of Silver." She said, "My brother-in-law tells the same story." And the storyteller said, "Yes, I got it on a website from a little college in Virginia." When ever we do kids' shows, we like to provide teachers with background information. Now we just recom mend the website, and not only do teachers use it, but we've also dis covered their students go to it. 
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Most of the classics I have dramatized came out of my youth. They were the books I read and reread as a child, like Treasure Island, or books like Alice in Wonder land that I read to my girls. Then, because I love them so much, to try to stay objective a little bit, I'll usually go over to Stanley Library and spend an afternoon with criti cism and biography so I can see what other people have said about the story, or just sometimes to try to get in the author's head, to find out why he wrote this story. I try to tell the same story the author told.
My research on Robert Louis Ste venson led to the frame story about him and his stepson in my play Treasure Island. I discovered that he wrote the book chapter by chapter as a gift for his stepson when he didn't have money for anything else. It seemed like a logical frame, more appealing to modern chil dren because the relationship was through a divorce and remarriage. They got along so well that they make good role models for families today. 
VL
How do you research your plays based on historical events?
RRS
Dr. McCaslin was always a strong proponent of intergenerational theatre -in other words, blending performers of a variety of ages into one produc tion -so it was not really difficult for me to talk her into becoming one of our actresses in some sum mer plays. She was, I think, eightyfour when she did her first play for me in 1999. The youngest member of that cast was seven, so it was truly cast in a manner that she had long advocated.
We were very fortunate at Ferrum that Dr. McCaslin left her personal library to Stanley Library. She had all the primary books from the early history of children's theatre and creative drama plus so many modern reference works and plays. Because Dr. McCaslin's ten ure at NYU was so long, whenever one of her students would publish something, they would automati cally send her a copy. If you add into that the fact that she prob ably knew personally most prac titioners of creative drama in the United States and England, and they would also send her books, it was indeed quite an impressive and unique collection. 
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